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Abstract
Good leadership has been found to be associated with organisational effectiveness.
This situation appears to be just as applicable in the case of educational
organizations as it is for other types of organizations. This paper reports on the
findings of an empirical, cross-cultural study of the perceptions of leadership of a
group of Chinese and Australian further and higher education teachers and human-
resource professionals. Comparative measures were acquired of the 'teachers'
preferred leadership styles and of a range of other situational factors said to
influence the success or otherwise, of a particular leader. The results indicated very
few cross-cultural differences, although gender differences were found, all of which
were unexpected.
Introduction
Leadership is seen to be an important factor in those mix of independent variables
associated with both effectiveness and efficiency in most if not all organizations
(Bass, 1999). This appears to be just as much the case in institutions whose role is
concerned with post-compulsory or further and higher education as it is in school
education or indeed, in any other area of organisational management. Rowley (1997)
has stressed that effective leadership is essential to all educational institutions,
including tertiary education and furthermore, that it is important to all managers at all
levels and not just senior managers. This is partly because further education managers
and teachers are faced with increasing leadership challenges (Bond & Boak, 1996)
and because these people are under increasing pressure to make decisions and act
quickly and decisively. Leadership is seen to be the act of influencing others towards
the achievement of organisational goals (Robbins, 2003, p. 314). It is, therefore,
concerned with change, development and transformation within an educational
organization (Scott, 1999). In this sense, any teacher is at least potentially, a leader
and manager of teaching and learning.
Within the democratic Western tradition, certainly 'strong' leadership is seen to have
an important part to play in organisational and personal change (YukI, 1994). Eastern
cultures also have had a long history of valuing 'good' or effective leadership. Indeed,
in the Chinese culture and value system, leadership has been an important and
consistent component for change, valued over many years (Huang, 1988; Wong,
2001). Nonetheless, a number of workers in the field of leadership have used their
research findings to point out some quite significant differences between Western and
Chinese concepts of leadership and power. For example, Pye (1985, pp. 27-28) and
Bond and Hwang (1986, p. 251), have drawn attention to the notion, that in many
Asian cultures, leaders are expected to be not only benevolent, nurturing and kind but
also capable of swift, decisive action, even if expressed using a directive, even
autocratic style; a style not currently much valued in Western educational leaders,
where more democratic, collaborative styles usually prevail.
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Nevertheless, some published cross-cultural research in the general management
development area such as that by Littrell (2002), has pointed to the difficulty in
transferring Western research results (even those obtained in Westernised places like
Singapore and Hong Kong) to leadership in main land Chinese situations. For
example, Littrell found as a result of research completed, a significant difference
between the Chinese managers as leaders, when compared to non-Chinese on the
factor "tolerance of freedom".
In the education arena more specifically, Spencer-Oatey (1997) has argued, based on
the results of her study of Chinese and British tutor-student role relationships in
higher education, that there is support for the claim that Asian leadership differs
qualitatively from Western leadership at least in this field. Differences such as these,
if they do exist more widely, can mean that Chinese students, studying in Western
countries such as Australia or Australian higher and further education teachers
teaching in China, may value different leadership styles and behaviours. They may
also expect that those of the 'other' cultural group will, over time, move in their
practice, towards their own national leadership cultural norms. As workers such as
Spencer-Oatey (1997) have pointed out, however, such cultural leadership adaptation
may not be easy to implement in a practical way.
Pratt (1992) carried out a study, which examined how Chinese adult educators viewed
learning and teaching. He found that, notwithstanding the conceptions of teaching and
learning espoused by the Chinese, there was an implied assumption of subordination
by the individual to the expertise and wisdom of their teacher, which was consistent
with Chinese cultural values. He put this down to possibly, a Chinese cultural context
based on family structures, in which individuals are bound by strong traditional values
such as perseverance, obedience and loyalty; duty being more important than
individual rights.
Nonetheless, a literature search revealed a dearth of published articles about
educational leadership in further educational institutions, based on Western-Chinese
cross-cultural comparisons. On the basis of those few cross-cultural publications,
which often represent results obtained in the wider non-educational organisational
leadership area, it would seem that differences about leadership style and different
leadership expectations and perceptions appear to exist. It should be noted, however,
that these are often based on very limited research generalisations in the
organisational leadership area. In fact, any presently suspected cross-cultural
differences in leadership styles and behaviour may turn out to be tenuous ones or even
be greater than was originally expected. Presently, based on available information, we
simply do not know.
In order to add some modest data to the sparse amount presently available about
cross-cultural educational leadership, the present research reports on a recent study of
leadership based on similar groups of Australian and main land Chinese teachers in
the area of higher and further education.
One concern with studies of this kind, of course, are the many potential problems
concerning the meaning of the various leadership terms and variables to people in
different cultures. One way of minimising or at least reducing this important
methodological issue, is to attempt to standardise the measuring instrument, which
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will form the basis of the measurement of pertinent leadership variables (as well as to
provide for a common basis for translation from English to Chinese). This was the
approach taken in the present study.
The actual 'scientific' measurement of leadership concepts and variables has had a
relatively short history. There have been many varied approaches, which have
theorised about leadership and attempted to explain and predict how 'good' leadership
might influence personal action and organisational change. As well, there have been
various attempts to work out which variables or salient aspects or features of
leadership are associated with transformation and development (see DuBrin, 2004 for
a review of the major theories). One approach, termed the 'trait' approach, for
example, has attempted to identify those personal traits or characteristics of the leader
that appear to be associated with effective influence and change. Another more
complicated theoretical approach, termed the "leadership style" approach (DuBrin,
2004), attempted to define and suggest the one 'best' leadership style or set of
behaviours (eg. Democratic or more directive), applicable in an organisational
context.
More recent approaches to the measurement, explanation and prediction of effective
leadership and the adoption of an appropriate leadership style or set of behaviours in
practice, have been concerned with the leader's preferred leadership style as well as
the situation in which the leader needs to act. This theoretical position means that a
leader needs to take account of certain salient factors or variables in a context, before
deciding on a relevant leadership style or at least attempt to change those aspects of
the situation to suit their preferred style. That is why these theories are often termed
'contingency theories' of leadership (DuBrin, 2004); the leader's mode of action is
contingent upon an analysis of a particular situation. Of course, just what are defmed
as the 'salient' features of any situation, depends on the particular contingency theory
chosen.
Nevertheless, one reasonably rigorous contingency theory was that proposed by
Fiedler (1967). It is a theory not much used in practical workplaces today because it is
considered by many managers to be too complicated (DuBrin, 2004, p. 140).
Nevertheless, it has been much researched and has the advantage, at least as a basis
for research work, to include a range of potentially useful measurable, situational
variables. Fiedler was able to operationalise the variables of interest and developed a
leadership scale to measure them. At the outset, the scale incorporates a measure of
the leader's preferred leadership style: referred to as the Least Preferred Co worker
(LPC) scale. The outcome here is a score, which indicates whether the leader is more
'task', 'socio-independent' or 'relationship' oriented or motivated. Socio-independent
was considered to be a balanced or mixed style position. Fiedler (1967) thought that a
leader's preferred style position was relatively fixed and immutable.
Next, the situation in which the leader will operate is analysed in terms of whether it
is a high, moderate or low control one. It is assumed that if a leader can exercise more
control in a situation, then that situation will be more favourable for them. The control
classifications occur after the situation is analysed and rated in three major areas.
Firstly, the Leader-member relations (LMR) is a scale which measures how well the
group works together and the extent of their relationships. Second, is the Task
Structure (TS) scale, which indicates how well or precisely the work goals, job tasks
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and job evaluation are defined, The TS scale also measures the leader's prior training
and leadership experience. Lastly, a Position-power (PP) scale is employed, which
examines issues such as the leader's status and power to evaluate, reward or punish
their subordinates.
Theoretically, this is a contingency theory based on a leader-situation match notion.
Leadership effectiveness is presumed to be more efficacious if the leader is matched
to a situation, where they can exercise more control. Fiedler's theory suggested that
task-motivated leaders would preform best in either 'high' or 'low' control situations.
Socio-independent or 'balanced' leaders or so he predicted, would perform best in
situations of high control, whilst relationship-oriented leaders would preform best in
'moderate' control situations.
It is not the purpose of the present study nor does space allow it, to critically examine
the many hundreds of research publications, based on predictions from Fiedler's
theory. Suffice to say, that they have been mixed in support, although there has been
more support for Fiedler's predictions, based on task-motivated leaders than there has
for relationship-oriented leaders (see DuBrin, 2004, p. 104). Fiedler's scale is a
relatively older one and is somewhat cumbersome to use in work practice. For these
reasons, it is not much used for predictive purposes in a practical sense, in the work
place today. Nevertheless, for the purposes of the present study, it was viewed as
being a useful instrument, because it is detailed enough to allow some meaningful
comparisons between a range of situational variables, likely to have a bearing on the
success or failure in practice of any chosen leadership style.
In the present study, therefore, a modified version of Fiedler's (1967) leadership scale
was used with a group of Australian and Chinese higher and further educational
professionals. The results were then compared for leader's 'match' with the stipulated
situation as well as separately, for the different components of the leadership scale.
Cross-cultural comparisons were thus possible by examining the final leadership-
match outcomes as well as overall, for any differences in the LPC style scores and for
any differences in the three situational variables measured. It was difficult to make
any specific predictions, because of the dearth of relevant published cross-cultural
research results in the field of further education (especially using this research
instrument). Nevertheless, it was expected, based on the very limited cross-cultural
evidence that was available, that there might be significant between-group
differences, especially using this Western leadership instrument. Anecdotal evidence
obtained by the author, based on working in central China, suggested that a much
more task-oriented style would be more likely to be reported, that is when compared
to similar Australians working in tertiary education.
Method
Subjects
Both the Australian and the Chinese groups were samples of convenience. The
Chinese sample available for study was the smaller of the two and was composed of
II men and 15women. The Australian sample was larger but a decision was taken to
match the samples on the basis of gender and so only the first II men and 15
Australian women on the data file were used in the study. This gave a total N=52 and
two equally sized national samples of 26 individuals. They were all students of an
Australian university completing a Masters degree course. The Australian sample
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attended a local course, whereas the Chinese sample were all employed by a Chinese
further and higher educational institution in central China, that focussed on vocational
and professional courses and were completing their studies in China. In both groups,
the age range was from approximately the late 20s-50s years. They all had a minimum
of approximately 5 years experience working in education. Each group was composed
mostly of practising further education teachers with some ex teachers who were now
in further education, management roles. The Chinese subjects knew some English but
they were not fluent English speakers or writers.
Research instruments and procedure
The research instrument was a slightly modified version of Fiedler's (1967) leadership
scale (lvancevich &Matteson, 1990, pp. 415-421). The instrument was provided
separately to the Australian and to the Chinese sample and was completed in one
sitting. The only difference in the procedure was that the instructions and
questionnaire was translated step-by-step orally into the Cantonese language at their
sitting. This was done to try to ensure that all of the Chinese subjects could, first of
all, decide whether they wanted to be involved in the study and to have their data
included as well as to improve the reliability or accuracy of their results. They were
also permitted to ask questions, through the translator to the researcher at any time.
All subjects remained anonymous. A short survey was also completed by the Chinese
subjects, which asked them about their views on educational leadership in China.
There were a series of statements provided about leadership (eg. "A good leader
should be an effective communicator") and their judgement about each statement was
linked to a 5-point, Likert scale.
Results
The Likert-scale data obtained was at a level of measurement deemed appropriate for
some limited parametric statistical analysis. A 2x2 (Nationality vs Gender) Analysis
of Variance (ANOVA), applied to the LPC data, showed no significant main effects
for either Nationality (Australian v Chinese) or Gender (F=.56 and .76, respectively;
p<.05- this is the critical value used for all further tests of significance). The
interaction effect, however, was significant (F= 11.3). This effect indicated that the
Chinese men, on average, scored higher on the LPC scale (ie. were more relationship
motivated) than did the Australian men (means of 79 and 65, respectively). The effect
was reversed for the Australian women who scored higher on the LPC scale than the
Chinese women (means of 84 and 66, respectively).
There were no other between-group significant main or interaction effects found when
a similar ANOV A was applied to the Leader Member Relations (LMR) or to the Task
Structure (TS) scales. For the Position-power (PP) scale, a similar ANOVA also
showed no significant main effects but again there was a significant interaction effect
(F= 4.96). The data showed that, whereas the Chinese and Australian females
obtained a similar mean score for the PP scale (6.1 and 6.9, respectively), the Chinese
men scored higher than the Australian men (mean of 6.7 and 5.1, respectively). This
result indicated that the Chinese men perceived that they exercised significantly more
position status and power in their educational institution than did the Australian men.
The overall results of the data obtained from all of the research instrument's scales,
for each individual, allowed a final evaluation of the 'leader-situation match' in each
case. This allowed for the arrangement of the data obtained in this circumstance to be
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structured into a 2x2 frequency tally (Nationality and 'match'/no 'match'), which was
then subjected to a Chi-square analysis. There was no between-group difference
obtained for the frequency of leader-situation 'matches' for the two national samples
(Chi-square-s .78). There were 16 (52%) Chinese and 15 (48%) Australian, leader-
situation 'matches' found. In order to minimise repetition, the major survey results
from the short survey, are provided and discussed in the Discussion section.
Discussion
Overall, the results of this study did not point to many major, between-group
differences between the two national samples, which was somewhat unexpected. This
was despite the suggestions from other published research, which had suggested the
possibility of some major cross-cultural differences between Chinese and Western
leadership styles, although much of this scant evidence had been obtained from the
more general management field and not in the area of further education.
Indeed, the application of a Western-style, contingency leadership instrument with a
main land Chinese sample, might have been expected to show up differences in both
leadership style and in some of the situational variables examined or so it was
assumed. This was not found to be the case, however, in that the results showed very
few between-group national differences. Of course, on another tack, the reliability and
validity of the Fiedler leadership scale is quite another issue.
On average, the leader-situation match concept appeared to work, just as effectively,
(in terms of 'match' frequency) with the Chinese subjects as it did for the Australian
sample. As well as this fmding, the cross-cultural, between-group results for the LPC
scale, showed that both groups of higher and further education professionals, on
average, tended to be relationship-oriented or motivated. This is not surprising, given
both groups were engaged in a relatively social occupation, dealing with late
adolescent and adult students, where communication and social skills are a strong role
expectation.
One significant cross-cultural. between-group difference that was found, however,
concerned preferred leadership style. This concept lies at the 'heart of the Fielder
leadership theory and is considered to be relatively permanent aspect of the leader's
behaviour that is difficult to change (DuBrin, 2004). The results revealed that the
Chinese men, on average, scored higher or were more 'relationship oriented', than
were the Australian men, while the reverse was true for the Chinese and Australian
women. This outcome was not expected, partly because of the more structured and
controlled situation of institutional teaching in a relatively bureaucratic, provincial
Chinese education establishment in which Party members have at least as much power
as academic managers. Added to this fact, was the more formal, teacher-centred
approach to communication and teaching style of the Chinese teachers, where a less
student-centred approach, than that used on average in similar Western educational
organizations, appeared to be commonplace.
Nevertheless, discussions with members of the Chinese sample indicated that most of
them thought that an 'effective' Chinese leader also needed to be very consultative
and caring. There is some limited collaborative support for this fmding in the work of
Pratt (1992), where using Chinese adult education teachers, as mentioned earlier, he
found that his subjects tended to be bound by a strong Chinese tradition involving
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obedience, loyalty, perseverance and duty. Added to this viewpoint, however, was
Pratt, Kelly and Wong's (1999) finding, that in traditional Chinese society, each
person must assume responsibility for those below them in the hierarchy.
The Chinese men, compared to their Australian counterparts, also scored higher on
the 'position-power' scale, whilst there were no real differences between the samples
of women on this factor. In this case, the Chinese men but not the women perceived
that they had greater position status and power in their institutional roles than their
Australian counter parts. Once again, this difference may be because of the added
position status and power of Chinese men in similar positions, based on Chinese
cultural gender norms, when compared to the Australian male educators. Furthermore,
there may be a relationship, at least for the Chinese men, between higher perceived
status as an educational leader, their perceived stronger position power and their
stronger 'relationship-motivated' style but the present results do not shed more light
on this issue so that what, if anything, this may be, at the present time still remains
unclear. Certainly some of the Chinese thought that they needed 'power' for effective
decision-making and, when necessary, quick and decisive action.
Interestingly, the survey results from the Chinese sample, indicated that many of
them, although based on their limited knowledge of Western tertiary teaching context,
did not actually see Chinese educational leaders at a tertiary education level as being
much different from those in Australia (mean=3.1; this and all following figures in
brackets are based on a 5-point, Likert scale). Furthermore, on average, they thought
that: a 'good' further education leader should be consultative (1.6) and 'strongly
agreed' that the leader should be an effective communicator with staff (1.2); they
were less sure that subordinates should always contribute to any decision making
process (2.7). They tended to more 'strongly disagree ' with the statement that
subordinates should not question a leader's decisions (4.6) and also 'disagreed' with
the view that big decisions should be made only by the leader, without much
discussion (4.3). These appear to be the sorts of results commonly found in survey
studies of leadership and communication in Western countries. Nevertheless, the
Chinese tended, on average, to 'agree 'with the statement that an educational leader
should be 'strict and tough' (2.3); a finding which may be at some odds with western
expectations of 'good' educational leaders.
Nevertheless, to return to the main theme, what differences did emerge in this small
study, may suggest that where there are gender-based cross-cultural differences but
only among leadership style. There may also be national-based gender differences in
those aspects of leadership concerned with different national views of power and
status in defining a leadership 'situation'. Nevertheless, in all other respects, the lack
of any major differences was the most striking finding of the present study, concerned
as it was with leadership styles and the leader-situation match concept in the context
of further education.
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